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I Don’t Feel So Pessimistic:
An Interview with Michael Chabon

Brendan Steffen & Tom Bennitt
I

Michael Chabon is the Pulitzer and Hugo Prize-winning author of The Amazing
Adventures of Kavalier and Clay and The Yiddish Policemans Union as well as five
additional novels, two short story collections, a memoir, a collection of essays,
a children’s book and several comics. The Los Angeles Times Book Review has called
Chabon, “A loving craftsmen and author of superb, seemingly alchemicallyrendered sentences. His latest novel, Telegraph Avenue, a “comedy-drama about
two families living in the Bay Area, is expected to be released in the fall of 2012.
YR: In your Best American Short Story Introduction a few years ago, you
wrote that entertainment has lost its sense of mutuality of exchange between
the artist and audience, and that mass marketing and commercialization has
narrowed the kind of story put in anthologies. You also said that your criteria
for choosing those stories is the degree to which the story banishes all but the
interplay between the author’s imagination and your own. Could you talk about
that a bit more, or maybe just how a good story grabs your imagination?

MC: Oh man, you put me on the spot. have no idea what I meant by that! I
guess what I was really trying to get at there, and it’s not something particular
to a short story, but stories have the power when you’re reading to give you a
sense that you’re truly in contact with another human mind, and you get that
double sense that you’re living through the experience of a fictional being
that’s been created by the author of the short story, and to escape the prism
of your own consciousness in that way by being granted the illusion of living
in someone else’s head. And I think the reason for that is that stories are so
focused on point of view, on creating and sustaining a really intense point of
view at their best, but there can also be a fair amount of parallax in that the
separation between the author and character is great, or it can be narrow in
the case of some first-person stories, where you sense the distance between
the imaginary author and the character being presented is not that great. But
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you also get that sense of contact with the author’s imagination because you’re
aware that it’s all a trick, an illusion, and that you’re still stuck inside your own
head and you haven’t escaped at all, you just have that momentary sense of
escape, and at that moment and you have that sense of contact with both a
minor character and the author. It’s a series of tricks but it’s a magical one,
true magic, and it lasts no longer than it takes to read the story, but it’s still a
wonderful thing.

YR: I’m from the Pittsburgh area, and in many ways Pittsburgh, and especially
the Oakland section (where Pitt is located) was culturally a much weirder and
more interesting place back in the 80s while you were in college there, with
great music venues like Grafitti and the Syria Mosque, and bookstores like Jay’s
Bookstall. How did Pittsburgh, and Oakland, inform your development as a
writer and an artist?

MC: It was both a function of Pittsburgh and how old I was at the time. My
father moved to Pittsburgh when I was 12, after my parents divorced, and
that’s how first got to know it, by going to visit him during the summer and
holidays, and then I went to college there, and I was so porous and open to
everything at eighteen. was like a raw, exposed nerve. Everything seemed
vastly more intense, important, and momentous that it ever would again. And
I haven’t completely lost that quality, but it gets dulled over time no matter
how much you try to keep the edge sharpened. I was never more sensitive, in
every sense of the word, than was at that time, and also happened to be in
this quirky, wonderful, remarkable, geographical and ethnically diverse, richly
historical, kind of smelly place, where there’s a high tolerance for eccentricity
and difference, maybe because so many different kinds of people have been
living there so long, and I absorbed it so completely because was so porous,
so when left had a sizable reservoir of memories and experiences, and I
was able to draw on that for a long time afterwards, and was able to get two
novels and a few short stories out of it, and that was lucky for me because
wasn’t in suburban northern Virginia or some generic location. was in a
rich, strange location that had not been overly trodden by past writers. was
in a fascinating place like New York or New Orleans or San Francisco, there’s
not a whole lot of novelty to be found there for the reader. Even the name
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol17/iss1/24
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“Mysteries of Pittsburgh” had a sense of wonder because many people had
either an outdated impression of Pittsburgh or no real impression at all, and so
I had kind of an unexplored, not totally unexplored, I mean, there were writers
before me, but it was not as heavily trafficked as other parts of the country, for
example, Mississippi.
YR: Richard Ford says, in his intro to the Granta Short Story Anthology, that the
Great American Novel is not adept at capturing headlines anymore, and there
seems to be very little aesthetic ruckus audible in our cultural conversation
about fiction, and any new movement there is distant. Do you agree with
that?
MC: I’m not sure I accept the premise of that question. That comment seems
like too much of a feeling to me, as opposed to a measurable statement where
I could look at the data and respond.

YR: Alright, how about this: I read a recent quote by Rick Moody where
he says, “The realistic novel still needs a kick in the ass. The genre, with its
epiphanies, rising action, predictable movement, conventional humanisms, can
still move us on occasion, but it’s politically and philosophically dubious and
dull.” It’s similar to what Barry Hannah said, that “The modern novel is dying
from competency.” What do you think of either of those two quotes?
MC: All these doom and gloom people. I don’t feel so pessimistic. I love to
read. The reason I write is because I love to read so much.. There’s so much
out there to be read. There’s a strange underlying of an acceptance of a premise
that novels are like cars, and there needs to be a new model out every fall, and
that somehow there’s a validation of novelty or progress underlying that idea.
There’s never been that much fiction that has ever been great, ever. I think the
percentage of truly wonderful American literature has probably been pretty
constant. Around 10% of fiction is great and, following Sturgeon’s Law, 90%
is crap, and that’s the way it’s always been. First of all, there’s a tendency among
writers to look back with a certain wistfulness, and look around them with a
certain despair, and that’s reflected in both of those comments, and I’m not
saying I’m immune to either of those by any means, but you never know how
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good anything is when you’re in the middle of it. I mean, I was listening to my
Satellite radio channel that plays the R&B hits of the 80s, before hip-hop, and
back then it seemed like throwaway party crap to me that I paid no attention
to, it meant less than nothing to me, and I felt that funk and soul music of the
60s and 70s was clearly superior. But now I listen to that stuff and I realize
that’s amazing music, too, and I just didn’t appreciate it at the time because it
was part of my oatmeal world in which we all live.
YR: Oakley Hall, on reading your first draft of Mysteries of Pittsburgh while you
were an MFA at UC-Irvine told you “the biggest question I don’t give a damn
about is the question of who is going to have sex with whom.” So, is that the
least interesting question a novel can answer, and if not, what is?

MC: That, in fact, may well be the case. At the time I was outraged with his
assertion, but now with many years perspective under my belt, I find myself in
complete agreement with him. Is there a less interesting question? No, I don’t
think so.
YR: I love the introduction you wrote to The Escapists by Brian K. Vaughan
about Sam Clay getting trapped in a broom closet at the Comic Convention
and Brian K. Vaughan letting him out. Did this short return to the world of
Kavalier & Clay inspire any desire to write a sequel?
MC: The most amazing part was how unbelievable easy it was for me to
reconnect to that fictional world and return to the character of Sam Clay after
many years, and to imagine a possible outcome for his life after the action
of the novel completes. It took no effort at all, it was a strange and pleasant
sensation to realize that that entire universe of that book lies behind a door
which I can open any time I want. I revisited those characters another way at
least one other time, just a dollop of them, and had the same experience.

YR: How do you come up with your words?
MC: Well, along with reading the dictionary, I remember the experience of
encountering words as a kid in places like D.C. comics. Seeing words I had seen
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol17/iss1/24
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before, but in a new context or in a weird font, that made certain words new
for me. Also, remember when was a college and MFA student, mimicking
certain authors, like how Cheever would use the word "especial” as a noun.
But I guess they just come from having a wide vocabulary and reading as much
as I do.
YR: In your "Trickster in a Suit of Light” essay, you talk about genre fiction.
Since then, you’ve shown an interest in genre fiction, writing so-called "Sherlock
Holmes” stories, Raymond Chandler-type mysteries, and "sword and sandal
adventures. Do you see your forthcoming novel Telegraph Avenue as a break
from this period of your writing? What kinds of insights have you brought to
this novel from your foray into genre fiction?
MC: In hindsight it was not a foray, as it was opening all the windows and doors in
my house of fiction. For a long time was looking out only one side of the house
as a writer, but as a reader had never stopped incorporating science fiction, occult
fiction, horror fiction, and various other genres to a lesser degree, into my life as
a reader. But as a writer had closed off those rooms. And it was weird, because
when I first started writing, I felt compelled to incorporate genre fiction. It’s a
common kind of censorship imposed by MFA programs. It’s difficult to submit a
sci-fi story in workshop because everybody would groan, or disqualify themselves
by saying "I don’t read this stuff, I can’t help you. So, if you’re a sensible person
who pays a lot for this program and wants to get some benefit out of it, you censor
yourself, and you learn a submerged lesson that if you want to be taken seriously
as a literary writer, you can’t do that stuff, and that habit of self-censorship I had
acquired lasted a long time. And it took a long time to wear off. Maybe that’s a
better explanation of what happened. Finally got sick of it, its power diminished,
or maybe had achieved a measure of esteem and felt comfortable losing those
self-imposed restrictions. So it’s not like a period went through, so much as it now
feels like can write any kind of book I want to. And lately, I’ve been grooving
on questions of sentence structure, point of view, and intellectual and technical
questions that I thought that had outgrown at one point, but now I’m getting
pleasure in returning to those questions. And there is a pleasure that comes when
you’re locked into a character’s point of view and you know exactly what they’re
going to say or do next.
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